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The International Labour Organisation  

and Export Processing Zones: 

A Different Story of Decolonisation and Development 

 
The proposed project will look at the policies of the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) relating to the spread of Export Processing Zones (EPZs) following the 
foundation of the first such zone in Puerto Rico in 1947. Since 1947, EPZs have 
proliferated around the globe as they came to be regarded as the ideal instruments to 
successfully create export led development. In 2007, the foundation of an in-focus 
group on EPZs by the ILO further highlighted their significance in the global 
manufacturing regime. A crucial aspect of these zones is that nation states sacrifice 
sovereignty rights (labour laws, taxation, etc.) in order to attract foreign and local 
investors. As many nations have pursued the goal of economic development in quite 
a desperate manner, particularly EPZs have been sites of devastating labour 
conditions and sometimes extremely conflict-ridden labour relations. The 
engagement of the ILO in these zones provides perfect case material to study the 
ILOʼs difficult mission to bring “together governments, workers and employers of its 
member states in common action to promote decent work conditions throughout the 
world”.  As no such research has yet been carried out, it is of specific importance to 
look at the ILOʼs role in this tension-ridden field of the post World War II global 
economy. 
In order to successfully carry out research on this question, the applicant will combine 
research methods from history and social anthropology. Specifically this means that 
research will be carried out in the ILO archives and the information gathered there 
will be crosschecked and enriched through approximately 15 interviews with ILO 
employees who have been actively engaged in negotiations on EPZ-regimes and 
labour conditions. Additional data to write up an article for a peer-reviewed journal will 
come from the applicantʼs earlier research on EPZs, and from other sources such as 
trade union brochures and trade conditions related magazines and reports. 
This application forms part of a larger project entitled “A Global History of Export 
Processing Zones, 1947 – 2007” which the applicant has been preparing since 
October 2008. A funding application has been submitted to the Swiss National 
Research Foundation on March 1st 2009 and is currently under review.  
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